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Pedagogies of the “Irresistible:”
Imaginative Elsewheres of Black Feminist
Learning
Mecca Jamilah Sullivan, Georgetown University
Abstract: In her foreword to the groundbreaking anthology, This Bridge Called My Back:
Writings by Radical Women of Color, Toni Cade Bambara (1983) famously argues that the great
work of feminist writing is “to make revolution irresistible.” This statement is often read as a
founding call of women-of-color feminism, and of feminist literary expression in particular. Yet
Bambara’s notion of the “irresistible” extends beyond the page; throughout her works, she also uses
the term as a key descriptor of her pedagogy, and her vision of the classroom. Bambara joins Audre
Lorde and other Black feminist writer/teachers in insisting on a crucial nexus of joy, pleasure, and
creative expression in radical feminist pedagogy. This paper explores the possibilities of poetic
imagination as a site for intersectional pedagogy. How do Black feminist writers mobilize shared
feeling and intimacy to reimagine power in the classroom space? Exploring scenes of teaching and
learning in Black feminist literary works including Bambara’s short story “The Lesson” (1972),
Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John (1983) and Lucy (1990), and rapper Missy Elliott’s single “Gossip
Folks” (2002), I examine how Black feminist literature opens pathways for critiquing race, gender,
class, sexuality and related power structures by reimagining the site of the classroom. I consider
these scenes alongside critical and personal reflections on Black feminist pedagogy by Bambara,
Lorde, and other Black feminist teacher/artists. Reading these texts through an interdisciplinary
lens, I argue that Black feminist literary imagination allows us to re-think the site of the classroom
through a Black queer feminist perspective that can shift our approaches to social transformation
in academic spheres and beyond.

Keywords: Black feminism, feminist literature, pedagogy, hip hop, queer studies, feminism,
literature, Toni Cade Bambara
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Dear Toni: INSTEAD OF A LETTER OF CONGRATULATION
UPON YOUR BOOK AND YOUR DAUGHTER
WHOM YOU SAY YOU ARE RAISING TO BE
A CORRECT LITTLE SISTER
[. . .] I dig your going and becoming
the lessons you teach your daughter
our history
for I am your sister corrected
already raised up
our daughters will explore the old countries
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as curious visitors to our season
using their own myths to keep themselves sharp.
–Audre Lorde, “Dear Toni”
I’m a very seductive teacher, persuasive, infectious, overwhelming, irresistible . . . Let’s
face it, the teacher-student relationship we’ve been trained in is very colonial in nature. . . .
To rise above that, to insist of myself and of them that we refashion that relationship along
progressive lines demanded a great deal of courage, imagination, energy, and will.
–Toni Cade Bambara, Black Women Writers at Work.

Black feminism takes pleasure in the art of studied disruption. It topples hierarchies and power
structures with creative flare, inserts new visions of joy and connection into the spaces disruption
has unearthed, and insists that we learn from them. This pleasure is palpable not only in Black
feminist writers’ literary works, but also in their reflections on teaching and learning in their own
lives. They disturb the relational locations of “teacher” and “student” deliberately and artfully,
invoking shifting collective pedagogies that critique accepted cultures of learning, shaping the
literary forms they work in and reshaping the space of the classroom itself.
The works of Toni Cade Bambara and Audre Lorde exemplify the queer poetics of Black
feminist literary pedagogy.1 In the two moments above, we see the presence of a subversive, antinormative Black feminist pedagogy emerge in conversation between two foundational writers, and
witness the role of pleasure and literary myth-making in their pedagogies. In “Dear Toni: INSTEAD
OF A LETTER OF CONGRATULATION UPON YOUR BOOK AND YOUR DAUGHTER WHOM
YOU SAY YOU ARE RAISING TO BE A CORRECT LITTLE SISTER,” Audre Lorde (1971) celebrates
the publication of Toni Cade Bambara’s 1971 edited collection, Tales and Stories for Black Folks,
the title of which hails its pedagogical function and its emphasis on Black community and healing.
In the poem, Lorde positions Bambara’s publication as a gift of life, a set of “lessons” that will span
generational lines like the birth of a child, passing on important histories and equipping future
generations with the creative vision to make their own sustaining “myths” (Lorde 1982, 58). Twelve
years later, in her interview with Claudia Tate (1983) in the famous collection, Black Women
Writers at Work, we see Bambara herself take pleasure in her own imaginative pedagogy, in one
breath critiquing the coloniality of white masculinist institutional spaces and, at the same time,
celebrating her own “persuasive, infectious, overwhelming” (19) ability to reimagine those
structures so powerfully that her teaching becomes “irresistible.”
For Bambara, the signifier “irresistible” holds crucial and complex meaning. In her famous
foreword to the first edition of Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s path-breaking anthology,
This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, Bambara (1983) states,
Quite frankly, This Bridge needs no Foreword. It is the Afterward that’ll count. The coalitions of
women determined to be a danger to our enemies, as June Jordan would put it . . . [T]he contracts
we creative combatants will make to mutually care and cure each other into wholesomeness . . . And
the personal unction we will discover in the mirror, in the dreams, or on the path across This Bridge.
The work: To make revolution irresistible. (viii)

An “irresistible” pedagogy, Bambara suggests, is a revolutionary one. “Irresistible” pedagogy resists
the premise that learning must carry with it the psychic and bodily violence of institutional
academic spaces premised on white patriarchal exclusivity of knowledge.2 Instead, it is a
collaborative poetic posture. Rather than pushing us to ascend dominant hierarchies of knowledge
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and power, Bambara’s “irresistible” pedagogy engages a “mutual,” “cur[ative],” and “coalition[al]”
drive toward “creative” visions of change (viii). In other words, the pleasure and allure of Black
feminist pedagogy is the drive toward revolution. This radical vision is also queer: it is a
multidirectional drive that pulls minds, voices, and bodies toward its resistant, anti-normative
visions of pleasure and power, pushing us collectively forward into creative visions of new,
unsanctioned Black feminist futures.
Reading scenes of teaching, learning, and pedagogical disruption in Black feminist
literature demonstrates how this drive toward the irresistible can help us reimagine spaces of
teaching and learning. Bambara’s foundational incitement to “make revolution irresistible” in This
Bridge is inseparable from the functions of pedagogy in her work, as well as in the works of other
Black feminist literary figures like Lorde, Toni Morrison, and Jamaica Kincaid. This call toward
pedagogies of the irresistible also makes space for critiques of education in other Black feminist
forms, including the work of rapper Missy Elliott, whose 2002 single and music video “Gossip
Folks” extends Bambara’s vision. These writers offer reimagined visions of pedagogical space,
demonstrating the central role of disruptive collaboration and creative expression in “irresistible”
Black feminist pedagogy. They extend radical visions of anti-oppressive pedagogy, including, most
prominently, those of Paolo Freire (1970), in which “The teacher is no longer merely the-one-whoteaches, but one who is him/herself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being
taught also teach. They become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow” (67). These Black
feminist pedagogies apply Lorde’s notion of the erotic to what Freire terms the “teacher-student
contradiction” (72) reconfiguring teaching and learning as a shared, collaborative, and antihegemonic enterprise in which the work of creating and circulating knowledge is rooted in pleasure
and joy. In Lorde’s (1984) vision, the power of the erotic is not limited to sexual or even sensual
intimate situations. Rather, it is a source of knowledge in which “the sharing of joy, whether
physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the
basis for understanding . . .” difference, and for critiquing the dominant operations of power (56).
Like Bambara, Lorde positions joy as a crucial pedagogical tool that enables deep learning
by critiquing and creatively reimagining the power dynamics of knowledge exchange. Given the
inextricability of critique and creative praxis for Bambara and Lorde, it is unsurprising that both
saw radical pedagogy as a highly creative act. Together, they invite us to develop a vision of Black
feminist pedagogy that not only queers the power landscapes of the classroom, but that also takes
up an anti-normative inquiry into pedagogical discourse by seeking out creative pedagogical
critiques in forms beyond commonly-held theoretical canons, including those offered by Black
women in hip-hop. For Lorde, the pedagogical function of the erotic is, in part, an effect of shared
creative expression. It is, as she puts it, “[i]n the way my body stretches to music and opens into
response, hearkening to its deepest rhythms, so every level upon which I sense also opens . . .
whether it is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an idea” (Lorde 1984, 57).
This understanding of pleasure as a tool for learning—and specifically, of pleasure taken in dance
and music as tools for intellectual exchange—invite us to explore and take seriously the pedagogical
critiques that lie underexplored in the literary coils of Black women’s creative forms, particularly
forms like hip-hop, the literary richness and social critiques of which have often been ignored
because of its insistence on emphasizing the erotic in its creative aesthetics. Rappers like M.C. Lyte,
Lauryn Hill, Cardi B., and Missy Elliott (whose work I engage in this essay) represent just a few of
the Black women rappers who have actively engaged in pedagogical critique through creative
expression.
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Both Bambara and Lorde engaged simultaneously as critical and creative writers, and each
taught both literary study and creative writing in their classrooms. These multiple points of entry
into literature and teaching emphasizes the extent to which, for them, learning and creative
production were inseparable. Both writers taught at the City University of New York’s SEEK
program (short for Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge), which supported the
matriculation of underrepresented and marginalized high school graduates at CUNY colleges
between 1968 and 1972. Housed at City College in Harlem, the program’s faculty also included
foundational writer-teachers Barbara Christian, June Jordan, and Addison Gayle, and Adrienne
Rich. For Bambara and Lorde, creating liberatory pedagogy meant using the imagination to
destabilize the locus of pedagogical authority on curricular and interpersonal levels. It meant
centering Black feminist voices in their syllabi and lesson plans, and using their own voices and
bodies to disturb authorized structures of power within the classroom, remaking the classroom
itself into a space of “fertile discomfort” mediated by Black feminist political critique (Atkin and
Brown 2017, 9). Just as Bambara insists on naming the sensory impacts of her own “infectious”
presence in the classroom to “refashion” pedagogical relationality, Lorde insisted on building her
American literature syllabi around lesbian, feminist, and Black art and politics. In one instance,
lesbian writer Sarah Shulman recalls having signed up for Lorde’s course at Hunter College, listed
as “U.S. Literature after WWII,” only to learn that Lorde had changed the title to “The Poet as
Outsider,” and included only Black, lesbian and Native American poetry on the list of required texts
(Atkin and Brown 2017, 8). Thus, as Miriam Atkin and Imenajá Brown (2017) note in their
introduction to Lorde’s recently published teaching journals, “[i]n signing up for her course,
students agreed to inhabit the space that these writers had already cultivated and to sit at the table
as active voices in the movement” (9).
This “fertile discomfort” of Black feminist pedagogy is a creative response to the violences
that white supremacy, patriarchy, heteronormativity and related structures inflict in normative
classroom spaces. By centering Black feminist voices, Bambara and Lorde offer a corrective to these
structures, while also imagining subversive spaces of respite and even pleasure for Black women
subjects. The imaginative reconfigurations of the classroom Bambara and Lorde undertake are not
simply evidence of their own intrepid pedagogy as Black feminist critics; rather, they are extensions
of the pedagogical critique that runs as an important and underexplored theme in Black feminist
fiction and poetry. As poet-teachers, Bambara and Lorde tap into Black feminist literary tradition
in which sites of teaching and learning must be questioned, critiqued, and re-invented through
creative praxis. A survey of canonical texts by Black women writers reveals that institutional
pedagogical spaces often emerge as cites of violence, painful spaces against which Black women
characters’ visions of freedom are constructed. We might think, for example, of the classic scenes
in Audre Lorde’s (1982) Zami, in which a primary-school aged Audre is remanded to the “Brownies”
group on account of her blackness, accused of plagiarizing a writing assignment, and is later
forbidden from running for class president (27, 63). Also pertinent are the multiple schoolhouse
scenes in Antiguan writer Jamaica Kincaid’s (1990) oeuvre, in which young Caribbean-born
narrators like the titular Lucy are deemed intelligent—and thus viable presences in the classroom
space—only when they are able to perform their mastery of colonial language through rote tasks of
memorizing and reciting the works of British male writers like (8). Stories, poems, and songs by
Toni Morrison, Ntozake Shange, Dionne Brand, Gayl Jones, Staceyann Chin, and Missy Elliott all
offer scenes in which the space of the classroom becomes a site not of learning, but of pain. 3
In these texts, the truly useful learning occurs just outside of the classroom space. It
happens on the stoop down the street from school, where Lorde’s (1982) protagonist first
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encounters the fantasy Black girl companion (named Toni) with whom she discovers the mutual
pleasure that will come to guide her life and work (36-41). It happens in the graveyard just beyond
the school grounds where Kincaid’s (1983) titular narrator in Annie John retreats with her friends
from the violence of the classroom, to make up their own languages and teach each other about
their bodies and desires through shared erotic play (50-51). In both of these examples, collaborative
learning supplants and sutures the wounding structures of normative pedagogy, invoking instead
an experience of learning oriented specifically toward joy and pleasure. In Annie John, Kincaid’s
adolescent narrator develops notoriety among her teachers due to an unusual growth spurt and her
tendency to do unnamed “forbidden things” behind their backs. As a result, she becomes
“something to comment on favorably or unfavorably, as the case might be” (49). “Notorious” for
her disobedience, Annie gathers the attention of other girls, and is thus “egged on to find new and
better ways to entertain them” (49). In her effort to create community, she and her female
classmates create a counter-discursive ritual of learning and pleasure:
It was in a nook of some old tombstones—a place discovered by girls going to our school long before
we were born—shaded by trees with trunks so thick it would take four arm’s lengths to encircle them
. . . we would sit and talk about the things we said were on our minds that day. On our minds every
day were our breasts and their refusal to budge out of our chests. On hearing somewhere that if a boy
rubbed your breasts they would quickly swell up, I passed along this news. Since in the world we
occupied and hoped forever to occupy boys were banished, we had to make do with ourselves. What
perfection we found in each other, sitting on these tombstones of long-dead people who had been the
masters of our ancestors! . . . We were sure that the much-talked-about future that everybody was
preparing us for would never come, for we had such a powerful feeling against it, and why shouldn’t
our will prevail this time? Sometimes when we looked at each other, it was all we could do not to cry
out with happiness. (49-50)

By refusing to adhere to the norms of pedagogical space within the classroom, Annie
positions herself at the center of a circle of a group of girls who find a subversive “power” in
exploring their own pleasure together. The girls’ same-sex explorations of erotic and sensory life at
the tombstones serve as a counter-ritual to the normalizing practices of memorization and proper
recitation that define their colonial education. The space of the tombstones becomes an alternate
“somewhere” of collaborative learning where the logics of the classroom are superseded by the
Black girl characters’ bodily desire and subjective will.
For Lorde, the pleasures of “irresistible” learning enable critiques not only of normative
pedagogy, but also of poetic convention. Lorde’s encounter with Toni in Zami occurs just as she
begins kindergarten—and thus embarks on what will become a life of pedagogical critique. At
school, she is tormented for being “fat, Black, nearly-blind and ambidextrous” (Lorde 1982, 24)
This torment comes from both from students and teachers at the Lenox Avenue school, which Lorde
terms a “sight-conservation” school for partially blind children. She is berated by cries of “fatty,
fatty” from students when the teachers’ backs are turned, while the teachers themselves punish her
for her writing ability, accusing her of disobedience and showing off (26-27). It is in the wake of
these scenes of schoolhouse shame and ridicule that Lorde’s narrative introduces Toni, the partreal, part-fantastical girl who appears mysteriously on the four-year-old Lorde’s stoop (also on
Lenox Avenue, just blocks away from the school) and implores her to engage in sensual and bodily
“play.” Lorde writes,
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She was beginning to get impatient. “Play with me, please?” Toni took a step backward, smiling, and
I was terrified suddenly that she might disappear or run away, and the sunlight would surely vanish
with her from 142nd Street. My mother had warned me not to move from that spot where she had
planted me. But there was no question in my mind; I could not bear to lose Toni. I reached out and
pulled her back towards me, sitting her down crosswise upon my knees . . . I wanted to take of all of
her clothes, and touch her live little brown body and make sure she was real. My heart was bursting
with a love and happiness for which I had no words. (39-40)

Here, at the onset of Lorde’s encounters with institutional hegemony in the classroom, Toni
emerges as an alternative vision of learning. She offers a queer model of learning guided by
pleasure, and one in which Lorde herself sets the terms of her own search for the specific knowledge
Lorde desires—in this case, knowledge about pleasure, embodiment, and the erotic. This encounter
with Toni invokes an early vision of the power of the erotic that will come to animate Lorde’s
theoretical praxis and political critique—a meaningful form of learning that is crucial to her Lorde’s
intellectual legacy for generations of teachers and learners. Yet by positioning Toni as a quasifantasy constantly on the verge of vanishing into thin air, Lorde (as author) makes use of the genresubversive qualities of the biomythography to demonstrate that power and desire in a context that
complicates questions of objectification, power, and childhood sensual life. Like the
biomythography itself, Toni is neither fact nor fiction; she is an effect of the literary imagination,
made meaningful and real because of the lessons she teaches about Black queer feminist pleasure
beyond the bounds of institutional space.
This is a consistent theme in Black feminist literature: Black feminist learning occurs in
tangential, vestibular, or contiguous spaces, sites at enough of a remove from institutional sites of
power that they enable collective healing, but close enough in view that they also facilitate
collaborative critique of the classroom itself. These are the “outside” spaces Lorde (1978b) theorizes
in her poem, “Sister Outsider”—the gathering spaces for those upon whose outcast backs power
coalesces (106). Learning from these spaces enables a creative, collective experience that
undermines existing distributions of power and insists upon the primacy of pleasure and joy. These
are the lessons of the “shorelines” Lorde (1978a) invokes in “A Litany for Survival,” the spaces
where Black queer women’s loving sustains our living and feeds our collective vision (31).
This is where Black feminist pedagogy happens: in the in the hallways, on the subway, on
the school playground, where the hegemonies of knowledge production that shape the classroom
can be critiqued through pleasurable forms expression, created by and for Black women and girls.
This is where the work of “irresistible” pedagogy is possible, because it happens in and through the
voices, and visions, and imaginations of Black women themselves.

Dreaming Pedagogies of “Somewhere Else”
Dream—a classroom—am I the teacher or a student? I have not attended enough—either lost or late.
Exam approaching- how can it be a class—how can I study or teach—I haven’t attended enough.
Doom must come but will it?
There aren’t many people in the class when I go—but they don’t seem disturbed by the irregularity.
Sometimes the room is empty + I think the class is meeting somewhere else.
—Audre Lorde, “Dream Journal”
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In this 1975 journal entry published in I Teach Myself In Outline: Notes, Journals, Syllabi & an
Excerpt from Deotha, Lorde’s ongoing meditations on classroom power relations are made
manifest, even in her dreams (42). Though no note accompanies the dream, that she chooses to
record the dream demonstrates its importance, and her insistence on parsing her pedagogical
vision in the imaginative realm. In the dream, she struggles to locate herself firmly as teacher or
student; within this space, she feels unable to function effectively as either. Here, the classroom is
a space of anxiety, insufficiency, and “doom.” It’s the site of a powerlessness that seems to pervade,
regardless of her position in the pedagogical structure. Importantly, the form of the text echoes this.
In rejecting the position of fixed pedagogical authority, Lorde’s dream speaker undertakes a
destabilization of narrative authority, using sentence fragments, irregular line breaks and mixed
modes of punctuation, all of which demonstrate Lorde’s pedagogical grappling at the level of form.
Her overwhelming sense of powerlessness and disorientation in the classroom space lead Lorde to
a crucial conclusion: neither teaching nor learning can happen here. Finally, she resolves: “I think
the class is meeting somewhere else.” The “somewhere else” Lorde conjures—the place where her
teacher/student self can engage with others in an enjoyable experience of meaningful learning—is
the “irresistible” site of Black queer feminist pedagogy (Lorde 2017, 42; Bambara 1983, viii).
Bambara’s fiction demonstrates how the “irresistible” Black feminist pedagogy occurs in
spaces related to but separate from formal classroom sites and configurations. The models of
teaching and learning she develops in her fiction form a base for the pedagogical vision we see in
her critical writing, and highlight the important links between political vision, radical pedagogy,
and literary imagination in Black feminist thought. Bambara’s 1972 short story, “The Lesson”
demonstrates her pedagogies of the irresistible in action. It illustrates the spatial logic of irresistible
Black feminist pedagogy: that radical Black feminist learning happens away from the institutional
space of the classroom, in the joyful “somewhere else” of Black women’s intellectual lives (Lorde
2017, 42).
“The Lesson” follows a young Black girl’s reflections on her own experiences of teaching
and learning in the landscape of New York City. In the story, a college-educated Black woman, Miss
Moore, gathers the narrator and a group of neighborhood children from Bambara’s native Harlem
to take them on educational trips around the city in the summer. Through the incisive first-person
perspective of her young protagonist, Bambara demonstrates the effect of Miss Moore’s pedagogy
in the “somewhere else” of the city, and the processes of feeling, conflict, and, eventually, pleasure
through which the narrator learns to lay claim over her learning and her critical perspective. On the
day the story takes place, Miss Moore brings the students down to the famous FAO Schwartz toy
store on Fifth Avenue for what is ostensibly a lesson on math, but also turns out to be an education
in capitalism and class oppression. Bambara’s protagonist reflects,
So we heading down the street and she’s boring us silly about what things cost and what our parents
make and how much goes for rent and how money ain’t divided up right in this country. And then
she gets to the part about we all poor and live in the slums, which I don’t feature. And I’m ready to
speak on that, but she steps out in the street and hails two cabs just like that. Then she hustles half
the crew and hands me a five-dollar bill and tells me to calculate 10 percent tip. And we’re off. (1972,
89)

Bambara grounds the story in the young Black girl narrator’s sharp critical perspective as
she recounts the scene of the field trip in an immediate present-tense and lush vernacular voice
that foreground her shrewd critical eye. Despite the lesson’s apparent emphasis on equations, sums
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and numbers, the narrator’s language and narrative interiority reveal the nuances of the learning
process for the young Black girl protagonist, highlighting her brilliant intersectional critique of
education. In her voice, we learn early-on that the children are forced to dress up in order to be
“presentable” for Miss Moore, whose college degree affords her the respect of neighborhood
parents, though the fact that she is single, dark-skinned, and childless, render her a complex object
of admiration and derision in the neighborhood (87). The imperative to perform status as a
requisite for education is stifling and physically uncomfortable for the children. Thus, as the
narrator complains, while Miss Moore is “knockin herself out about arithmetic . . . the starch in my
pinafore scratching the shit outta me and I’m really hating this nappy-head bitch and her goddamn
college degree” (88). Here, intertwined logics of racial, gender, and socioeconomic power activate
the burden of representation, immediately triggering the narrator’s suspicion of Miss Moore and
her critique of familiar pedagogical practices. Made to accommodate racist, classist, sexist, and
heteronormative demands of “presentability” that prevent the full expression of her blackgirl
sensorium and interiority, the narrator’s critique is activated. Initially, she views Miss Moore as a
proxy for formal modes of instruction, “her goddamn college degree” and its imperatives of class
mobility squelching the narrator’s bodily freedom, threatening to turn the city itself into an
oppressive classroom space, even in the summer months.
This critique comes to shape the narrator’s engagements with space over the course of the
story and illustrates how the “irresistible” function Miss Moore’s pedagogy takes shape as the
narrator moves through the story’s various settings. As the group moves through the streets and
sidewalks of the city, the narrator is prepared to navigate the familiar power dynamics of the
“teacher-student contradiction” Miss Moore seems to represent (Freire 1970, 72). She does not
initially see the city as a “somewhere else” ripe for Black feminist knowledge production and
intellectual exchange. Instead, she moves through the city constantly searching for relief from both
psychic and bodily discomfort, and for pleasure. She muses: “I say we oughta get to the subway
cause it’s cooler, and besides we might meet some cute boys . . .” Then, as the children move through
the doors of the expensive toy store—itself a synecdochic representation of the city’s racial and class
dynamics—she compares the group to “a glued-together jigsaw done all wrong,” a feeling made all
the more painful by her constant awareness that, as she puts it, “people looking at us” (93).
This sense of hypervisible “wrong”-ness echoes Lorde’s disorientation and sense of
insufficiency in the classroom in her dreamspace, both feelings that prompt Lorde to imagine the
“somewhere else” of Black feminist learning. Here, Bambara’s narrator articulates the sense of
internalized “wrong”-ness Black feminist poet-teacher Jordan (1978) rails against in her “Poem
About My Rights,” in which she insists, “I am not wrong/wrong is not my name. My name is my
own, my own, my own,” refusing received pedagogies that seek to indoctrinate Black women into
cultures of objectification and bodily unfreedom (309). Brilliant Black girl that she is, Bambara’s
narrator names this feeling immediately as “shame,” and uses it to make her own critique of the
learning conflict. The shame of failed “presentab[ility],” the impossible burden of representation,
and the pain of hypervisible “wrongness” all lead the narrator to anger, culminating in a feeling
that, as she puts it, “I sure want to punch somebody in the mouth” (Bambara 1972, 93-94).
Yet, unlike the shame of the classroom space and the stifled angers it produces for Black
girls, the narrator’s anger is part of the Black feminist pedagogy Bambara forwards in the
“somewhere else” of Miss Moore’s field trip. Miss Moore incorporates anger as a crucial tool in her
informal lesson on the structures of race and class that shape the city and the children’s lives. Miss
Moore asks the children how they feel in the space of the store, and what they think of what they
see there. In posing this question, she anticipates their anger and activates its political and
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pedagogical uses. Bambara maps onto the story’s fictional landscape the theory of rage that Lorde
(1981) famously describes in “The Uses of Anger.” For Lorde, anger is both a teacher and a
pedagogical tool, “My response to racism is anger. I have lived with that anger, ignoring it, feeding
upon it, learning to use it before it laid my visions to waste . . . Your fear of anger will teach you
nothing” (124).
Miss Moore’s Black feminist pedagogy helps the students feel their anger, name it, and turn
it toward a critique of the structures that constrain them. Again engaging Black feminist literary
voicing, the narrator verbalizes her own rage, remarking that Miss Moore’s quasi-Socratic,
question-focused teaching style “really pains my ass. If you gonna mess up a perfectly good swim
day least you could do is have some answers.” Here, Bambara demonstrates Black girls’ critical
literacies and the extent to which, as Bettina Love (2012) points out, “Black girls are engaging in
critiques” of both culture and their own learning experience “without any help from school officials”
(26). From her extra-institutional, unofficial location, Miss Moore makes space for the narrator’s
anger, which the narrator eventually expresses out loud, asking pointedly “Whatcha bring us here
for, Miss Moore?” (Bambara 1972, 94). Her anger named, the narrator leaves the space of the store,
getting back on the train to return home with her friend Sugar. Here again, learning happens in
motion, in the dynamic space between the shaming site of structural power and the familiarity of
home,
Me and Sugar at the back of the train watching the tracks whizzing by large then small then getting
gobbled up in the dark. I’m thinkin about this tricky toy I saw in the store . . . Cost $35. . . . Thirtyfive dollars would pay for the rent and the piano bill too. Who are these people that spend that much
for performing clowns and $1,000 for toy sailboats? What kinda work they do and how they live and
how come we ain’t in on it? Where we are is who we are, Miss Moore always pointin out . . . I’m goin
to the West End and then over to the drive to think this day through. (94-96)

The reader witnesses the Black girl narrator’s interior monologue as she considers class, space, and
capital while moving through the cityscape with her homegirl. The movement of the narrative
echoes this process, the pace quickening and excitement beginning to spark as she reflects on both
the intellectual and the bodily experiences of the day. The insistent interrogative mode of the
narration reveals that through her anger she has, in fact, been engaging Miss Moore’s lessons after
all. She has come to ask the very kinds of questions she initially critiqued Miss Moore for posing.
More importantly, she has determined to claim a space where she can imagine answers for herself.
Miss Moore’s teaching has proved irresistible; with her homegirl beside her, the narrator takes
pleasure in the promise of making the lesson her own.
Here, Bambara’s language destabilizes normative operations of pedagogical power, not
only in the narrator’s growing sense of excitement in learning, but also in Miss Moore’s own
rhetorical self-positioning. Miss Moore’s statement that “where we are is who we are” echoes
Lorde’s statement in her teaching journals, in which she asks students “why do you think I am here
. . . where do you think we are going?” (2017, 42). In both of these moments, the stability and
authority of the individual “I” recedes for both “teacher” and “student,” giving way to a collective,
first-person plural “we” that commingles to critique both the site of learning and the instructive
power that operates there: “where we are is who we are,” “how come we ain’t in on it,” “where do
you think we are going?” (Bambara 1972, 94; Lorde 2017, 42). The absence of direct attribution
through quotation marks underscores this collaborative act of voicing, as Bambara’s narrator
literally subsumes the voice of the teacher, incorporating it into her own narration. Like Lorde’s
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dream self, Bambara’s narrator must step outside of the site of power, must move to the in-between
space of “somewhere else” (the train, the dream) in order to think the Black feminist pedagogical
“we” into possibility and imagine themselves into a collective future.
Bambara’s first-person poetics in “The Lesson” reveals language as the crucial link between
the “irresistible” revolutionary vision she calls for in her foreword to This Bridge Called My Back
and her vision of “irresistible” pedagogy. In both teaching and revolution, for Bambara, disrupting
the boundaries between self and other through creative uses of language activates the power of
irresistibility. In “The Lesson,” the “I” and the “we” function as shifting signifiers whose
interrelation defines a revolutionary feminist subjectivity as it defies normative grammar. This
slippage between individual and collective first-person pronouns (for example, from the narrator’s
first person “I” to Miss Moore’s “we”) situates the “I” as a marker for the individual’s shifting
location within the pedagogical scene—whether “student,” or “teacher,” or the indiscernible subject
that appears in Lorde’s teaching dreams. In this sense, the first-person pronoun offers a reprieve
from Freire’s “teacher-student contradiction,” undermining the fixity of both positions in the
creative space of the story/dream (Freire 1970, 72). Yet Bambara’s “I” also functions as a marker of
collectives, communities and Black feminist movements. As she argues in her essay “On the Issue
of Roles,” “Revolution begins with the self, in the self. The individual, the basic revolutionary unit,
must be purged of poising and lies . . . that put the entire movement in peril” (Bambara 1970, 133).
For Bambara, revolution itself emerges from pedagogical action—a radical unlearning of mistruths
about people and power upon which oppression relies. This unlearning, in her vision, begins in the
“basic revolutionary unit” of the self; yet, as the narrator of “The Lesson” demonstrates, when tuned
for critique in language, that revolutionary first-person Black feminist self can echo the voices of
many, incorporating whole classrooms and communities into its critique.
This notion of the “basic,” and of the “base” as a polysemous site of Black feminist learning
appears in surprising ways throughout Bambara’s work and offers key insight into how Bambara
imagines the “somewhere else” of radical, pleasure-based Black feminist pedagogies. In her
introduction to her foundational 1970 anthology, The Black Woman, Bambara situates the “basic”
as the site of a turn toward inward-facing dialogue among Black women at the close of the 1960s.
In this move, she argues: “Our energies now seem to be invested in and derived from a
determination to touch and unify. What typifies the current spirit is an embrace of the community
and a hardheaded attempt to get basic with each other” (1970, 1). She extends this idea in her essay
“Thinking about the play The Great White Hope,” in which she argues: “If we can get basic and be
clear about our priorities, we might be able to get basic and be clear about our possible allies” (311).
For her, this absence of “basic” political connection is a failure of educational space in particular,
“for the very movements that could provide us with insights [into histories of systemic violence] are
those movements not traditionally taught in the schools . . .” (3). It is Black women writers, in her
view, that make space for this missing collective knowledge, using their creative work, as she puts
it, as “part of their effort to be clear, analytical, personal, basic; part of their efforts to piece together
an ‘overview’ . . . of ourselves too long lost among the bills of sale and letters of transit” (3). In this
sense, “basic” appears in Bambara’s oeuvre as a corollary of “irresistible,” in that both are qualities
she deems crucial for the effective Black feminist and Women of Color feminist pedagogical and
revolutionary work.
Hip hop heads and scholars of contemporary Black culture will also note a provocative
tension between Bambara’s notion of “basic” as radically potent and other recent popular
formulations of the term. Urban dictionary (2019) offers several definitions of “basic,” including:
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1. Someone devoid of defining characteristics that might make a person interesting, extraordinary,
or
just
simply
worth
devoting
time
or
attention
to.
2. Lacking intelligence and unable to socialize on even an elementary level.
3. Annoyingly frustrating because of the above
Oh her? Don’t even worry about her, girl. She's so basic.

Reading Bambara’s Black feminist pedagogies reveals that “basic,” in Black feminist literary culture
serves both the traditional and more recent colloquial functions of the term. It works as a way to
critique systemic ascriptions of “basicness” that deny Black women’s sophistication, knowledge,
and intellectual value. Yet it also functions as a way to imagine foundational bases for knowledge
exchange—mundane, quotidian, communal sites that, through radial Black feminist pedagogy,
become crucial “somewhere elses” from which intellectual value can be acknowledged, nurtured,
nourished, and shared. From this perspective, we might say Bambara’s narrator initially reads Miss
Moore as “basic” in the pejorative sense. Early in the story, she observes: “this lady moved on our
Black with nappy hair and proper speech and no makeup. And quite naturally we laughed at her . .
. and we kinda hated her too” (Bambara 1972, 87). Yet Miss Moore soon constructs herself as a
crucial pedagogical base—a moving site and resource for the foundations of Black feminist
pedagogy and a “basic revolutionary unit” through which the students can critique and address
failures of formal education within their community. Ultimately, it is Miss Moore’s nuanced
“basic[ness]” that makes her pedagogy irresistible.
Reading Miss Moore as a moving “base” of Black feminist pedagogy demonstrates how
anti-oppressive teaching can shift, move, and grow beyond strictures of institutional culture,
fostering necessary critiques of pedagogical space. In “The Lesson,” Bambara shows how the most
crucial pedagogies may sometimes appear “basic,” even as they are sophisticated, dazzling,
revolutionary.

“The Golden Bandit:” Black Feminism and the Pedagogical Base
Among the “basic” tools of literary pedagogy, there is likely none more familiar than the fairy tale.
Yet just as Bambara demonstrates how “basic” pedagogies become “irresistible” in her own short
fiction, she also rewrites the most familiar narratives to highlight the basic logics of oppression they
perpetuate, using humor to create the kind of pleasurable connection she finds crucial to Black
feminist pedagogy.
Bambara’s short story, “The Golden Bandit,” enacts the functions of Black feminist
pedagogy through a retelling of the story of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” Recorded at the
Library of Congress in 1985 and anthologized in print a decade later, “The Golden Bandit” uses its
creative reimagining of the familiar allegory—along with Bambara’s own “irresistible” humor—to
reshape pedagogical space. As many feminist scholars have argued, children’s fairy tales are
perhaps our most familiar pedagogical tools, designed to educate children in the most basic value
systems of the culture they spring from (Joosen 2011, 61). The story of Goldilocks is not just an
allegory, but also a cautionary tale about property, mobility, and the ownership of space. In most
contemporary tellings of the fairytale, the eponymous Goldilocks, white and blonde, enters the
empty home of three bears, sampling their food and furniture. Upon hearing the bears’ voices when
they return home, she crawls out the window and escapes in fear, her terror the only consequence
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of her trespassing. In “The Golden Bandit,” however, Bambara (1995) uses a disruptive poetics to
reimagine this narrative as a tool for Black feminist pedagogy and collaborative critique,
So there’s this little yellow-haired gal, whom I think you all know, and she’s walking through the
woods. What’s her name?
Goldilocks. [. . .]
What do you call people who break into other people’s houses?
Burglars. Felons. Uninvited.
This yellow-haired burglar chile then went into folks’ living room . . . (207)

Bambara’s Black feminist retelling of this basic story reveals the political danger and the political
potentials of the allegory and the cautionary tale forms, using the truth-telling power of Black
feminist literary traditions of naming. By insisting on naming Goldilocks repeatedly as “this burglar
vandal thief child” and, declaring finally, “she a liar,” Bambara upends a pedagogical tool
ubiquitous in American culture. She approaches the fairytale sideways to expose the oppressive
racial and class logics at the core of our most basic cultural narratives, critiquing, as she puts it in
the 1985 audio recording, the “normative values that lay at the bottom of this over privileged
underdeveloped sociopathic heffa.”
Bambara’s retelling of the story challenges pedagogical space, resituating the instructive
parable of Goldilocks in Black space and tuning its lessons to anti-oppressive critique,
[She] turned up the oven till the baked macaroni and cheese started puffing up and oozing down the
sides of the earthenware all crusty and brown.
Have mercy!
Well, did she act like she had some good home training?
Noooooo [. . .]
So whattaya call a person who ain’t even invited in the first or second place who proceeds to apply a
scorch-and-destroy policy on other people’s food crops?
Colonialists! Imperialist invaders! Fascist dogs! Thiefing thieves! Unnatural disasters! (208
sic.)

Here, the setting of Bambara’s antihegemonic lesson is a definitively Black space; the cultural
markers are not the wood shacks or porridge bowls of the standard tale, but iron skillets, bubbling
pots of mac and cheese, Church’s Chicken, and the classic Black cultural imperative of “good home
training,” itself a gesture to the communal pedagogies that facilitate Black safety, collectivity, and
survival. Importantly, Bambara also names the pedagogical function of this creative recasting
directly. In the 1985 Library of Congress audio recording of the story, Bambara states explicitly her
aim to expose the “lie-berry version of the golden bandit [taught] to little children before we have
assumed the responsibility of encouraging and equipping them in a critical manner?” In the printed
text, Bambara uses the phrase “official version of the golden bandit” instead of “lie-berry version”
(1995, 210). Considered together, these two versions of the sentence highlight the role of
institutional sites of learning like libraries in creating “official” cultural narratives that perpetuate
these false pedagogies of power.
The audio version also allows listeners to witness Bambara’s irresistible pedagogy, and to
behold as it transforms the Library of Congress lecture hall into a site of Black feminist pedagogy.
In the print version of the text, the classic Black literary/oral form of call and response evokes a
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sense not only of collective learning, but also a shared pleasure taken in the collaborative
production and circulation of knowledge. This pleasurable learning is made palpable in the Library
of Congress recording, in which Bambara enlists her audience’s effort in moving the tale forward,
offering gentle but clear correction when they stray from the storyline. In the recording, we hear
the humor and “irresistible” charm Bambara is known for; we also hear her work to destabilize
herself as the voice of authority and to situate herself and her audience as collaborators in this
storytelling. She thus enacts both the “principal self-criticism,” and “community behavior” her
narrator finds dangerously absent in the pedagogy of the “Goldilocks” parable itself. She is selfcritical enough to destabilize her own power at the front of the room, but holds onto her authority
just firmly enough to make sure the group stays close enough to the path she’s opened for them to
glean the crucial insights waiting at the story’s end. The space of the Library of Congress lecture
hall thus becomes a site of Black feminist pedagogy, as Bambara draws her audience irresistibly
into the process of critiquing narratives of power as basic and familiar as a childhood nursery
rhyme.

“I Will Not Gossip With Missy:” Black Feminist Knowledge Production in “Gossip
Folks”
Reading for the “somewhere elses” of Black feminist literary pedagogy raises important questions
about canonicity and how discursive participation in pedagogical critique is allocated. As Love and
others have argued, Black girls are constantly involved in generating, analyzing, and critiquing
knowledge in and about educational spaces, in ways that often go unacknowledged (25-28). These
critiques take place in several sites not frequently included in academic conversations on
pedagogical discourse, including hip hop music. Perhaps the most readily legible critique of
education in Black women’s rap music is Lauryn Hill’s 1998 album, The Miseducation of Lauryn
Hill, in which Hill uses the poetic technologies of the hip hop album interlude to stage classroom
scenes that depict Black and brown school children engaging in teacher-led discussions on love. Yet
Black women’s rap music has extended the critiques of education laid out by Black feminist writers
like Bambara and Lorde in the decades before and since Miseducation. These rappers engage in
pedagogies of the irresistible, using art and language to critique pedagogical spaces through radical
framings of pleasure.
Missy Elliott is a rich figure through which to explore Black feminist critique in hip hop,
precisely because of her complex relationships to intersectional power. Popular cultural narratives
surrounding the rapper include wide speculation about her sexuality, shifting dialogues about her
body shape and size, and commentary on her unpredictable, unclassifiable expressions of
masculine, feminine and other gender styles.4 These qualities, along with her highly original poetic
lyricism and the experimental aesthetics with which she manipulates the formal devices of hip hop,
all render her a fascinating figure through which to explore hip hop’s Black feminist literary
critiques. In her 2002 single, “Gossip Folks,” a collaboration with Ms. Jade and Ludacris, and the
corresponding music video, Elliott turns her creative and critical lens toward the site of the
classroom in particular, highlighting the importance of non-institutional sites of learning in Black
girls’ intellectual lives.
In “Gossip Folks,” Elliott enacts a critique of power and knowledge at the site of the
classroom through a critique of the knowledge about her own body. The video opens before a
corridor of school lockers with dialogue in which gossip about Elliott’s stands in for knowledge
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about her embodiment and sexual desire: as the beat drops, these false knowledges swirl around
her: “I heard she eats one cracker a day” and “I heard she was married to Timb and starting messing
with Trina.”5 Yet rather than dispel and correct these rumors about her body and potential queer
desire, Elliott shifts the locus of authority away from these voices and instead centers her own
(Picture 1), commanding the characters to “stop talkin’ bout who I’m stickin’ and lickin’; just mad
it ain’t y’all” (Elliott 2002). In this clap-back, she pierces what C. Riley Snorton (2014) refers to as
the “glass closet” in which Black sexuality is constantly confined by rumor, speculation, and
hypervisibility (10). Elliott critiques a paradigm in which other perspectives about her body and
sexuality stands in for knowledge, and establishes herself not only as the only source for knowledge
about her body, but also the only figure capable of choosing what knowledge about her should be
shared, how, when, and with whom.

Picture 1: Missy Elliott and dancers, pictured in Missy Elliott, “Gossip Folks.” 2002. Directed by Dave
Meyers. Music Video, 3:46. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYKI8tAELXY

In the world of the video, Missy does the schooling, and both masculine educational authorities and
envious Black girl peers must learn. And, as with Lorde and Bambara, this pedagogy happens not
within the classroom, but in the tangent spaces—the “somewhere else” of the hallway, the school
bus, the cafeteria—where Elliott claims space as the authoritative voice for knowledge about her
own body. What happens within the classroom scene is thus a direct critique of the primacy of
normative classroom spaces as locuses of knowledge. The classroom scene shows comedian Faizon
Love as an apathetic teacher who thumbs lackadaisically through papers while students engage in
a spitball fight. His role is strictly disciplinary and punitive: the only evidence of his effect in the
classroom is the image of Miss Jade, standing at the chalkboard which reads repeatedly “I Will Not
Gossip with Missy in Class” (Picture 2), gesturing toward the kinds of “colonial” pedagogical models
Bambara critiques (Bambara qtd. in Tate 1983, 18). This scene echoes several similar scenes in
Black women’s literature, where forced recitation or repetition of a phrase or text is used as a tool
for disciplinary pedagogies and assimilation of colonial language and voices, as in Kincaid’s Lucy.
In “Gossip Folks,” this colonial pedagogy of forced repetition serves not only to usurp Black
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women’s voices, but also to punish conversation, collective engagement, and shared pleasure
between them.

Picture 2: Miss Jade, pictured in Missy Elliott, “Gossip Folks.” 2002. Directed by Dave Meyers. Music Video,
3:46. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYKI8tAELXY

This shift to a direct critique of the classroom space is accompanied by several poetic and aesthetic
shifts as well: sonic shift in which the beat switches to a slower, simpler old-school beat, evoking
the sonic culture of hip hop’s formative years and evoking the “basic” level on which Bambara
argues radical Black feminist pedagogies must take place. The beat and lyrics are an excerpt of
“Funky Fresh Dressed,” a collaboration between Elliott and Miss Jade that samples a foundational
lyric in hip hop’s Black women pedagogies: foundational woman rapper MC Lyte’s verse in the Stop
the Violence Movement’s 1989 song “Self-Destruction,” which was, itself, fashioned as a
pedagogical intervention.6 “Self-Destruction” is one of many collaborative tracks of the 1980s and
1990s in which several prominent rappers gathered to “school” Black consumers on some manner
of social or political organizing, often with moralistic bents that echoed white patriarchal standards
of respectability (or, as Bambara’s narrator puts it “presentability”) as the road to racial uplift (Stop
the Violence Movement, 1989). In sampling MC Lyte’s verse, Elliott inserts herself within a lineage
of Black women rappers whose voices disrupt normative pedagogies within hip hop and beyond.
She demonstrates how these voices are silenced and disciplined within normative classroom
spaces, and imagines a “somewhere else” in which Black women and girls take shared pleasure in
pedagogical critique.
This pleasure is made palpable in Elliott’s 2019 commencement speech at the Berklee
College of Music, delivered just after receiving her Honorary Doctorate from the school. It is a
remarkable moment for Black feminist pedagogy not because Elliott has gained access to
institutional power and privilege through the conferral of the degree, but because she insists on
changing and challenging institutional space with her presence. With unyielding emotion, Missy
speaks on the hardship of being a “chunky” Black woman in a world of institutions not designed for
her. She enacts her own Black feminist pedagogy in real-time here, using the story of her music to
teach the graduates a lesson on endurance and Black feminist survival through illness and a critique
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of the systems of ageism and patriarchal beauty norms that threatened to derail her. Donning bright
yellow eyeshadow, and cheeks slick with tears, Missy remakes the space of the university stage with
her very presence; and she imagines through tears, humor, and expressions of love, a future where
the students, now graduates, will do the same. Finally, with moist eyes and an irresistible smile, she
declares: “I’m bout to wear this cap and gown in the shower, in all of my videos, wherever I go. So,
don’t hold it against me!”
In these moments and numerous others, Bambara, Lorde, Elliott and other Black women
writers demonstrate the numerous ways in which Black feminist literature disrupt normative
modes of pedagogy, on the page and beyond it. They use their bodies and voices to disturb
institutional spaces of teaching and learning, and to propose new models of pedagogy centered on
disallowed Black feminist collaboration, unsanctioned pleasure, and joy. This pedagogy of the
irresistible extends Bambara’s foundational call to revolution in This Bridge Called My Back,
offering lessons generated not in the classroom, but in the spaces that touch and then depart from
it—the innumerable elsewheres in which Black girls drop knowledge in languages of their own
making.
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Notes
1. I use the term “queer” here as Cathy J. Cohen does in her foundational essay, “Punks, Bulldaggers
and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” Queerness, here, indexes not only nonnormative sexual identifications, but also larger identifications with difference, in which, as Cohen suggests,
“the nonormative and marginal position of punks, bulldaggers and welfare queens,” emblems of multiple
forms of bodily and erotic subjugation, desubjectivation, and alterity, form “the basis for progressive
transformative coalition” (1990, 22).
2. Bambara echoes this logic in a later interview with Kay Bonetti, saying “As a culture worker who
belongs to an oppressed people my job is to make revolution irresistible” (Bambara qtd in Bonetti 2012, 3547).
3. See, for example, Toni Morrison (1970); Ntozake Shange (1985); Dionne Brand (1996); and
Staceyann Chin (2019).
4.

See Allen Starbury (2011) and Sonya Magett (2013).

5. This line references sexual speculation about Elliott’s relationships with her male collaborator and
producer, Timbaland, and fellow female rapper Trina.
6. MC Lyte’s verse in “Self Destruction” continues: “Funky Fresh dressed to impress ready to
party/Money in your pocket, dying to move your body . . . /Leave the guns and the crack and the knives alone
. . . /You ain't guarding the door/ So what you got a gun for?/ Do you rob the rich and give to the poor?/ Yo
Daddy-O, school em some more” (Stop the Violence Movement 1989).
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